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growth of membership and an attempt to realize wide socialistic
aims.
As always, he expected quick results. He thought that the trade
union movement could transform the whole economic system
within a few years. To the Operative Builders* Union, which
had written to him, he replied: 'You may accomplish this change
(to the new age of co-operation) for the whole population of the
British Empire in less than five years, and essentially ameliorate
the condition of the producing classes throughout Great Britain
and Ireland in less than five months.'1 The builders formed a
'National Building Guild of Brothers/ They were prepared to
undertake  building  contracts  themselves;  employers  were in-
formed that their power was ending, but that they could be
admitted to the Guild as managers on proof of competence;
meanwhile, the operative builders demanded higher wages. The
employers showed no enthusiasm for the Owenite rniUgnntiim3
and refused to employ members of the union. There was a
strike, and the strikers set out to build a Guildhall for them-
selves  at Birmingham.  However,  funds  gave out  before the
building was finished, and the whole enterprise collapsed. But
meanwhile it had become absorbed in a still wider movement
In October 1833, delegates from trade unions all over the
country met at the National Equitable Labour Exchange, and
recommended the formation of a *Grand National Moral Union
of the Productive and Useful  Classes.* Within a few weeks
it had half a million members, and the total number of trade
unionists was estimated at a million. While some unions had
their doubts about Owen, the Grand National Consolidated Trades
Union was completely devoted to his doctrine. His optimism and
the  rapid  increase  of  membership   seem  to  have  made  the
unionists rash; everywhere there were strikes, employers became
alarmed, unionists were refused employment, with the result that
there were no funds.
At this moment came the case of the Dorchester Labourers.
These were six men who had been engaged in forming a lodge
of the Friendly Society of Agricultural Labourers, which was not
in itself illegal; but they had administered oaths, and on this
ground were sentenced to seven years* transportation. Owen and
the other leaders had to devote their energies to agitation on
behalf of these unfortunate men. Everything possible was done,
but Melbourne, the Home Secretary, was adamant.
1 Cole, Ozeett, p. 271.